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    Holland Crossroads Courthouse,




    HOLLAND COUNTY,




    SOUTH CAROLINA




    July 20, 1865




    Dearest Mildred,




    On my deathbed I shall remember that April day if I remember anything at all. I rode Banjo the yearling all the way to the river and back because Father said she wasn’t broken yet for any but the Devil to ride and I said the Devil and your daughter, put the saddle on. Ephraim’s eyes got wide and he went to find Abner—Ephraim always was scared witless of green horses. Abner got her saddled and said watch out for the geese Miss P., don’t run ’em flat like last time and I said more food for the wedding guests tomorrow and tore out of the yard with Father’s laughter booming. It was such good medicine.




    The sun had slipped behind the ridge when I walked Banjo home and the darkness was creeping upwards with its cool breath and sugar scents. I smelled cigar smoke from the arbor. The horse walked straight there and dropped her head, cropping the new shoots on the scuppernong and ignoring me because she knew her work was done. Father ducked out of the arbor followed by a thin, tall man with a wind-burned face as craggy as a shagbark stump. He wore an officer’s uniform not very clean and the hair slipping over his eyes was too long for good society.




    Did you wear her down? Father asked, feeling Banjo’s neck for sweat, and I answered she’s too gentle for the Devil anyhow not knowing why I should be bragging for a stranger’s benefit. The soldier didn’t smile but the way his dark eyes fixed on me made my skin stand away from my body in the oddest way. This is Major Hockaday, my father told me. He bought a mule from me today. Major, this is my daughter Placidia.




    The daughter being married tomorrow? the soldier asked, disbelieving. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me. I thought about how wild and dirty I must look after galloping through rough country since lunchtime and I regretted not going straight to the barn but Father shook his head and clarified that Agnes the bride was his second wife Carthene’s child and did not live with us at Valois.




    What mule did you buy? I asked so I could keep the major talking and when neither man answered I said Brownie with the star on her forehead? The major shook his head slowly once puffing on his long cigar do you advise that? he asked with his face all in shadow except when the embers lit up his cheeks and eyebrows and I shook my head slowly not knowing how I found the brass to say no sir we call her Brownie for she is always in the rear. Law, Mildred, it was true satisfaction to make my father laugh and he laughed more that spring than he ever laughed again. But the stranger didn’t make a noise. I could barely see his face by now but his eyes were still turned up to me and they were shining with something I did not understand. Sadie, he said. The big girl built like a mountain. That’s the one I bought.




    Father said Major are you staying in Traveler’s Joy tonight? If you don’t have to rush back to Holland Creek I’d be honored if you would be our guest at the wedding in the morning. We cannot do fancy anymore but we can promise you a decent meal and quality tobacco before you return to the 13th.




    He agreed. He and my father talked some more while Banjo chewed the vines and snorted. Just as I flicked the reins to start her towards the barn, the major said to Father, not to me, Placidia, that’s an unusual name. For a girl who rides halfway to Georgia in a day. My father sighed. Her dear mother named her. In that respect I fear I failed to keep my parting promises.




    I walked Banjo to the barn where I was glad of Abner’s company as we brushed and fed and settled her. Something had changed but I did not know what it was. All I knew was that I could not seem to swallow. And the curry brush kept jumping out of my hand.




    ...




    Doctor Gordon wrote to me saying I should not be in jail more than another day or two. He is riding over from Glenn Springs in that time and is bringing the entire amount of my bond which is not going to please some people. Write to me at Mrs. Strickland’s the address enclosed she is Dr. Gordon’s widowed sister. Please send me some writing paper—I do not like to ask Dr. Gordon when he is extending himself so much already. And Millie if you can possibly spare it I would greatly appreciate the loan of a dress and some essential linen as I had to come away with just the clothes on my back and I cannot return to Holland Creek nor even write to him to send me anything.




    Your affectionate cousin,




    Placidia


  




  

    248 East Queen Street,




    PENDLETON, SOUTH CAROLINA




    July 28, 1865




    Dear Cousin Dia,




    I have been desolate since receiving the letter from your stepsister Agnes relating the events that transpired at Holland Creek and explaining the grievance lodged against you by one whom I would never have expected to utter a critical word in reference to you. I could not have believed it if you had not written to me in your hand and confirmed the proceedings as well as the events that precipitated them. I implored you for an explanation because I badly want to defend you to your detractors with a rational argument supported by evidence. In response you sent me a narrative about your early acquaintance with Major Hockaday that will not suit my purpose. Can you not confide in your closest female relation, Placidia? Can you not give me ammunition to fire back at the self-righteous gossips who claim to know your motives almost as intimately as they appear to know the details of your crime? Women like to think the worst of women more admired than they, and I fear the sexes are lining up on opposite sides of public opinion in this matter, with women in our circle condemning you for wild iniquities and men mumbling about the war having left women unregulated and unprotected. Your stepmother says you won’t tell anyone what happened and that is why there is so much sentiment against you because they say you are protecting some man who has proven himself highly unworthy when you would not protect a blameless infant you carried for nine months.




    Dearest girl: in trying to gather as much positive information as I may uncover from this remove, I was introduced to a Mrs. Borders here in Pendleton who fled Winnsboro ahead of the federals. This respectable lady knows the widowed doctor upon whose hospitality and capable assistance you currently depend. She assures me that Dr. Gordon and Mrs. Strickland enjoy a reputation that is beyond reproach. I would expect no less, knowing how far you have obligated yourself to them; however, I confess to feeling no small concern on your behalf, Placidia, because I know you to be a creature of almost Edenic innocence, composed of rather too many parts enthusiasm in proportion to your share of apprehension, somewhat akin to Eve before she tasted the apple (or even beheld the tree, more precisely . . .) I do not intend this as a criticism but merely as a caution from one who loves you unreservedly. I have never spoken against your attachment to “Adam,” nor have I made any judgment as to the precipitous nature of that union (in truth, I had no chance), but any objective view of your current catastrophe must concede that you rush into close associations with your heart galloping forward while your head lags behind, blinded by dust and distance.




    You can be certain that in concerning myself with your affairs I am trying to help you resolve them happily and remind you of the benefits you derive from doing so. “The Lord is my portion, saith my soul; therefore will I hope in him.”




    ...




    (Morning of the next day, on a practical note . . .) I was forced to leave most of my dresses in Cheraw when we fled ahead of the army in late February, and while I cannot imagine what use Sherman’s bluecoats had for a cupboard full of mourning-wear (although I wished their women use of it, quite fervently), my neighbors reported that my house was entirely plundered down to the doorknobs, with every scrap of clothing, crystal, and cutlery carted off. General Hardee bolted ahead of the enemy with indecent haste, I am told, leaving the warehouses filled with Charleston’s treasures, the armory packed with cannon, and his wounded soldiers groaning for mercy in Town Hall. Viewing my losses in this context I could hardly bemoan a few claret glasses, and as word made its way to us of the sufferings endured by our countrymen in Columbia, Camden, and Winnsboro (from whence Mrs. Borders relates a story too horrific in its details to be apochryphal: of how Geary’s bummers dragged the organ from the Episcopal Church as it burned and played drinking songs upon it, but not satisfied with that entertainment, dug up a freshly interred coffin from the churchyard, tore off the lid, and set the coffin on end so that the corpse could better view their minstrel show! . . .) I realized how fortunate it was that my house was not torched, and Cheraw along with it. And our dead, while inevitably spinning in their graves, were at least spared desecration.




    The only dress I brought along to Pendleton which might suit is an old delaine I wore when I was staying in at home and felt my spirits too depressed to put on crêpe. I will send it to you by way of my father-in-law when he travels through Holland County next week on his way to the coast. It has bishop sleeves and the cloth was fawn when new with a pattern of roses and ivy in wreaths. It was let out when my measurements increased (Baby Roe) and altered again when she was weaned and I must warn you not to allow your expectations to rise too high for although its quality was once quite good the dress has been mended many times and has absorbed every fluid an infant with a healthy appetite can produce but I am glad you are letting me take some positive action on your behalf at last, no matter how incidental. Also I will enclose a yoked chemise and some other necessaries.




    Ever yours,




    Mildred


  




  

    3982 Glenn Springs Road,




    GLENN SPRINGS,




    SOUTH CAROLINA




    August 10, 1865




    Dear Mildred,




    I can scarcely convey the contrast between my present accommodations at Dr. Gordon’s house and the austere quarters I occupied in the Holland County Jail, so I will not attempt it, except to tell you that Glenn Springs is a perfect Arcadia and the Gordons’ house is the handsomest cottage on the street. In fact, I haven’t acquainted myself with the town beyond what I can see of it from the doctor’s fence-line; he says I may walk up the road to Cates’ store and the post office if I wish because no one in this county will know that I am a notorious character from a neighboring district. However, I am wary of gossips, knowing the damage they can do, and content myself with reading in the doctor’s excellent library, visiting with Mrs. Strickland, and loitering around the stable, where the Gordons’ groom endures me with patient goodwill. His grandson sometimes joins him there, a watchful child about Charlie’s age, who tolerates my poor aptitude for clapping games but easily accepts my preference for small boys and horses over grown-up companions. Young Noah and I find comfort in sharing summer apples and confidences with the carriage horses; one of them is very like Banjo, and I spoil her. There was no opportunity to ask my husband what became of my filly, but I can well imagine her fate, knowing how few soldiers from the regiment survived the butchery at the Wilderness and the Bloody Angle. I tell myself it is unseemly to mourn a horse, considering.




    Millie, I grow ashamed of myself when I consider the extent to which you have been tested by this war, demonstrating calmness and courage when no one would blame you for a full loss of composure. I know you maintain it for your daughter’s sake. Try to understand, then, that my circumspection is all I currently possess—so long as I can fortify it—to protect those I love and shield others to whom I am wholly indebted, including Dr. Gordon and his sister.




    I know you are trying to aid me, and I am grateful for the dress which if it has been utilized as fully as you say will serve me honorably, so I entrust you with the pieces of my story, if not the whole cloth. You are entirely correct in describing me as a person guided too much by her heart; as I grow older I understand that such impulses too often lead me into conflict with the heart’s desires of others, discovering the topography of the landscape into which I have blundered too late to regain my footing. I am endeavoring to amend that now, before my situation becomes hopeless, but what I cannot excise from my mind is the conviction that I am guided by Destiny—or, what you would call Providence—at the most harrowing intersections of my life. What I can state without prevarication is that my current destiny was charted over the course of two short days in April ’63. And wasn’t it you, dear Cousin, who once told me that “life is all about the leaps”? You said that is why you married Arthur when you were only eighteen, and when he was felled at Sharpsburg you mourned him but you continued to feel blessed, because you said those six months you shared with him were the best months of your life and his also, as he told you so often. You had Baby Roe to wake up for every day and you would never have known her or been favored by Mr. Jones’s affections if you had not taken that huge leap when everyone was advising caution and telling you to see what assurances life would offer before you took a step in any direction. Did you not tell me that? Something like that was happening to me the evening I rode Banjo back from the river and smelled the cigar smoke in the arbor. I recognized that I had been waiting for my life to begin and all of a sudden it bolted forward so fast I could barely hang on.




    The next morning I was up before dawn because the house had never really quieted down the night before. Nerissa and Carthene were barricaded in Carthene’s room with Agnes, packing her bridal trousseau and getting her dressed, so I helped Mercy in the kitchen, baking Confederate pound cake out of bolted cornmeal. I wish you had been able to ride over, Millie, because that was the last time Father and I and Aunt Florie and the rest of the family were all together except for you and Roe but I know there is not much you can do when a baby is sick except to exercise the patience of a saint which is what you are.




    The cousins from Orangeburg arrived late and brought cider. Agnes’s brother Nolan and their paternal grandmother Mrs. Oglesby, and Miss Katherine Cooper, Agnes’s close companion from Miss Murden’s Seminary for Young Ladies, came along from Charleston by way of Mrs. Oglesby’s townhome in Columbia, riding in her carriage with two strong servants alongside to protect the horses. I heard Miss Cooper greet my stepmother warmly but then she turned aside and complained more quietly to Agnes that Nolan had been quite fresh with her all the way from Blanding Street, and out of deafness or indifference Mrs. Oglesby made no move to inhibit him. I was glad Nolan lived with his father’s people in Charleston and rarely came to Valois since it fell far short of his standards. He presumed liberties with the fairer sex yet always did so disdainfully, as if to say that he was only carrying on so out of a surfeit of boredom and that his teasing a lady to tears was merely intended as a temporary distraction.




    When Rev. Poteat was announced and the wedding was about to start I rushed out of the kitchen slapping cornmeal off my skirts and nearly collided with the major. I hardly recognized him. He had bathed and shaved and changed into civilian clothes he must have borrowed because the sleeves were a little short and the collar frayed. Without the uniform he seemed younger although in the sunlit parlor I could make out a scar on his throat angling up behind his left ear that made me think of Blackbeard. He seemed less sure of himself in this setting and in these clothes and I liked that too.




    Miss Placidia, he said in his rough voice. You break horses. You bake. Is there anything you cannot do? I cannot dance, I answered, though it is not for lack of trying. You shall dance with me, he said, tugging at his short cuffs. No one will notice your deficiencies because they will be entirely focused on my ghastly lack of grace.




    How he knew there would be dancing is still a mystery to me, as Floyd Parris had hired the two musicians as a wedding present for Agnes and it was a surprise to everyone except Floyd and Major Hockaday when the fiddler and the mandolin player walked out on the piazza after the bride and groom were joined and launched into a lively rendition of “The Southern Soldier Boy.” They must have played the tune ten times that day and into the night and everyone danced including Father and Auntie F.




    At some point Nolan and a pair of my male cousins, having imbibed too large a portion of cider, were popping in and out of the pantry to Mercy’s displeasure in search of hardier comestibles than the table provided. I was coming along the back hallway to shoo them off when I overheard the younger cousin say to Nolan I hear you petted a pretty Kitty on the long ride to Traveler’s Joy and the older cousin jumped in saying petted her I heard but he didn’t make her purr. I paused to hear what Nolan would reply. Kitty is a nice enough old maid, he said, but that sassy stepsister of mine gets me harder than Chinese arithmetic.




    I didn’t know exactly what he meant but I knew it was disgusting because the cousins brayed like donkeys. If I’m being honest I felt a little flutter of vanity in the depths of my imperfect character and again I can’t say why. Everything about those two days when the major came to buy a mule and Agnes married Floyd Parris was confusing and exciting and frightening. I was not quite myself and if I’m being honest I never found my way back to the girl I used to be.




    Note: must stop here for now as Mrs. Strickland has come in. I promised to read to her this afternoon because she is nearly blind. She is an elderly lady and also hard of hearing so I begin to wonder if she knows who I am.




    August 11, 1865




    I didn’t finish telling you about the wedding and how I danced with Major Hockaday three waltzes. His hands were calloused and he held me at a distance in the way Abner holds a fresh coonskin—like he was fixing to nail me to a shed before the smell made his eyes water. He didn’t look at me the way he had the day before—he seemed to be avoiding my face. I asked him his Christian name and he had to mull it over. He finally told me it was a Welsh name he had never been able to spell nor had anyone else so he called himself “Griff.” He was telling the truth when he said he was a poor dancer and he was so tall I had to tilt my head back to see his jaw and his Adam’s apple while we danced. But as the music ended he guided me into the alcove in the dining room where his left hand slid down my back while his right hand pulled me to his side. I stumbled. He smoothly righted me with his hands on my waist. Didn’t I tell you I was clumsy, I said, and I must have been blushing because I fancied my hair was on fire. Not a bit, he said, fixing his eyes on mine at last. Don’t forget I’ve seen you ride a pony.




    ...




    Something happened that night I wish I could forget. The musicians played and people danced until sundown. Father and Carthene toasted the couple with eggnog before they left in Floyd’s carriage for Laurens, with my stepbrother and his inebriated companions serenading them. As soon as the bride and groom departed and the formalities were dispensed with my stepmother took Nolan aside and tried to talk him into behaving but it only wound him up. He declared with much hilarity that he and the boys were in the mood to go coon hunting and Father told him to wait until daylight and not to go into the brush now else he’d destroy his white flannel trousers and the waistcoat his mother had embroidered. The major seemed alert to Nolan’s precipitate mood and asked Father quietly if he could be of any assistance settling the lads but Father was embarrassed by the fuss and asked Aunt Florie to play the piano.




    Most of us moved into the back parlor where my mother’s piano stood by the window and we sat in the chairs and on the ottomans there while the little boys, Cyrus and Tony, lit the candles. I sat with Miss Cooper and conversed with her for half an hour about the assault on Charleston Harbor by the Federals’ ironclads which proved to be all bark and no bite and she says people there are becoming so conditioned to cannon-fire that no one at her table was alarmed enough to suspend dinner. At one point she asked me if Major Hockaday was kin and her curiosity flustered me so that I stumbled over the words telling her he was only here buying a mule. The way she cast her gaze across the parlor to the doorway made me turn my head to follow her eyes. The major stood against the pillar with his arms crossed, watching my aunt at the piano, but there was no concealing the thread of attention that seemed to originate in his chest and stretch across the room to the hollow space at the base of my throat. It might as well have been a magnetic cord, or the fuse on a firework, snapping with sparks. Whatever his intention, Miss Cooper whispered in my ear, I don’t believe the mule is half of it.




    But that’s not the part I wish to forget. Aunt Florie concluded the final movement of the Schubert sonata and respectful silence met the last resounding chord of music. Into that silence our guests relaxed and sighed, turning to one another to comment on the fine quality of my aunt’s musicianship. That’s when one or two and then more of them noticed Nolan stepping into the room to sweep up an unclaimed cup of eggnog. What we all perceived in the pool of lamplight that illuminated him was how vividly his costume had been altered. The knees of his white trousers were stained red with dirt.




    Excepting Major Hockaday, the few men in attendance at the wedding had slipped out of the room by this time, following Father into his study where the windows would be open to the cooling air and bottles of his Tennessee whiskey would be brought out. I thanked the Creator that my father was not there to see his stepson’s déshabillé. My stepmother’s face was the color of chalk and her red mouth had gone rigid, but she said nothing to Nolan, nor did any other lady in the room, including me. What could be said? Young Master Oglesby had clearly gone “hunting” out in the dark beyond the tea olives, in the small white building where our house servants lived or in the larger cabins down the hill where the smoke from the cooking pots of six families rose into the willow oaks. Sitting in our candlelit room enjoying the Sonata in A Major we did not rebuke him for it. We looked away.




    The major stepped forward and wrapped one long arm around Nolan’s shoulders while lifting the cup out of his hand. Let’s get something stronger, bonny boy. I know where to find it.




    Before Nolan could protest he was marched out of the parlor across the hall and out the front entrance. The door’s slam echoed up the stairs. Father emerged from the study, looking to me. Is everything satisfactory? he asked our guests, eyeing the carpet turned up in the hall. The women gave him thin smiles, reaching for their wraps. He questioned Carthene with his eyes but she wouldn’t look at him. Or me. She went to the parlor window and peered outside, searching the shadows for her son. I watched her, thinking: I hope she fails to find him before my major finishes his catechism.




    ...




    The next day I woke feeling almost normal again in my head and my heart, but as I walked to the stable to visit the horses I was bothered by fragments of dreams so confusing I couldn’t have told Abner if I’d had good dreams or bad. Abner was shoveling out the stalls with a face clouded by care. I should have asked him what the matter was, but I was so young still, Millie, and when we’re young we’re selfish and we only care about ourselves. I looked past Abner and was shocked to see a big gray mule nudging the hay in her box. Has the soldier left Sadie behind, I asked him and I had to repeat it because my voice cracked the first time.




    Mr. Fincher says I’m to tell you to go on in the house directly, Abner told me, and don’t mess with the livestock before doing so. He says you’re to have clean hands and face. Abner didn’t seem abashed at having to scold.




    The doors were closed to the front parlor, a troubling sign. I tried to tiptoe across the hall to the stairs but my father parted the doors and looked out, frowning. Come in, Placidia. We’re waiting. I stepped into the shadowy room with my hand planted on my chest to stop my heart from jumping out but the major wasn’t there. Carthene frowned at me from the divan.




    I’ve received an offer of marriage on your behalf, does that surprise you? My father searched my face. I nodded. It surprised me too. Gryffth Hockaday has been away since Pocataligo—he’s seen some of the bloodiest fighting this bloody war has to offer and has been promoted twice. This trip was the first leave he’s had in nearly a year and he took it because his wife died at Holland Creek of typhoid fever. The news didn’t reach him until two months after she died, and by then his baby boy was doing poorly. He arrived home in time to find a doctor for the child and get his farm in better order—that’s what the mule is all about. His regiment needs him—they’re on the move soon from their winter camp in Virginia. However, he’s got it in his head—and this wasn’t the plan until he laid eyes on you, he informs me—that he can’t go back to Lee’s army until he’s gambled his heart on winning something worth coming home to. He wants that something to be you.




    It was so silent in the parlor that the air had a weighty presence all its own. I was afraid to draw it in. I’m to be a mother, I said at last, and Carthene made a noise of disapprobation. My father put his hand on her shoulder, whether to quiet her or reassure her I couldn’t tell.




    Only if you choose to be, he said. Gryffth Hockaday is respected in Holland County, where we share some relations. He’s a competent farmer with 300 acres, about half of it cleared and planted. He tells me that he plans to breed racehorses when the war is over, and I’ve no doubt he’s got the talent for that. But we need not feel obligated to play so crucial a role in fulfilling this man’s dreams. I know him a little. You, not at all. You will have your own plans and dreams when you get older, Placidia. And there is no doubt in my mind that you will have other offers.




    He’s not suitable, Carthene declared. She was clearly in a bad humor: every inch of her asserted it, from her untidy hair to the creases in her wrapper. He’s not well-placed. Not like the Oglesbys. The Finchers. Not like Floyd Parris.




    If I thought the man disreputable, Father said, I wouldn’t part with my mule, much less my only child.




    His mother’s family ran a livery stable, Carthene continued. His grandfather was a coal miner!




    His grandfather is not wooing my daughter, Father snapped, and I was gratified by this display of temper, so rare for my father, in support of my suitor.




    In any case, he’s too old for her, Carthene complained, and I understood that her poor disposition arose out of the timing of the soldier’s proposal, as if he and I had conspired to steal her daughter’s thunder .




    Father conceded this point soberly. He’s thirty-two years old, he said to me. He’s nearly twice your age. Marriage lasts a long time. Wouldn’t you be happier with a young man closer to you in years?




    I didn’t know how to answer him. I thought of your dear husband, Millie, so lively and smart, cut down in a cornfield on his twentieth birthday. I thought of all the other young men who’d fallen at Shiloh and Antietam and all the county boys who were, at that moment, fighting for their lives in typhoid wards in Staunton or starving in Camp Douglas or battling the enemy in Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, Kentucky. I shook my head but I couldn’t speak. Where was happiness to be found in a country that sacrifices its bravest and best?




    Father abruptly stepped forward and took my hand. He asked Carthene to have Mercy serve coffee and biscuits in the parlor in half an hour, leading me out the back hall. He said, I’ve asked your major to wait in the study where he can read the Richmond papers. The way he said “your major” surprised me, even though I already thought of Hockaday that way. I worried that Father held me responsible for this disruptive turn of events.




    Are you angry, Daddy, I asked him. His face softened. You haven’t called me that in years.




    We pushed through the gate into the little kitchen garden that hugged the south wall of the house. This had always been our place for secrets. The first time he brought me here I barely stood as tall as his belt buckle. He gave me a radish to nibble and told me that my mother was dead. Now as we passed under the pea trellis I spied Nerissa setting onions. She wore a kerchief bound tightly to her head and one side of her face was bruised. The troubled look in her eyes was the same one I had seen on Abner’s face in the stable that morning. Remembering that Abner was sweet on Nerissa, and reminding myself of Nolan Oglesby’s transgressions the night before, I felt a pang of guilty dread on behalf of them.




    Have you hurt yourself, Nerissa, Father asked as we approached. She hesitated, glancing quickly at me. No Master Fincher. It’s healing. She gathered the unplanted onions and left.




    Cabbages grew in rows beside the path. I watched bees hovering above the strawberry blossoms. I’m not angry at you, Daughter, he said at last. I’m frustrated. I knew this day was coming, but I fooled myself that I had plenty of time yet. There is never enough time. Certainly not when a war is on. Here he paused, looking over his shoulder into the sunny yard. He pulled me deeper into the garden where the fig’s branches closed over us. Leaf buds the size of peas were sprouting on the long spurs, and they were so intensely green that I could have bitten them off and eaten them.




    Father said, I paid a call on a doctor in Mobile when I went downriver this winter. A specialist I’d been told could help me with my headaches. He gave me some powders and said I should plan for the short term, not the long.




    I clenched his hand, but he was staring fixedly at a sparrow plucking a piece of twine in the arbor.




    I want to see you well taken care of when I’m gone, Dia. In service of that desire, I am asking you to do the impossible. I am asking you to make a decision that will shape the rest of your life. And you must make your choice in very little time with almost no information. Can you do that?




    I bent down and closed my hand over the cluster of berry blossoms, trapping a honeybee. I told myself if the bee stings me I won’t marry anyone. I’ll stay and care for Father and grow old in the only home I’ve known. I waited, while the bee buzzed and bounced against my palm, so persistently I imagined it might be tapping out a message on my skin. He said what do you say, Placidia?




    I said I want to see the major. I opened my hand and the bee rose dizzily out of the garden.




    ...




    The reverend was called back and the ham was served again. I brushed the cornmeal off my blue taffeta, since it was the best dress I owned, and Nerissa picked me a bouquet of jonquils. Major Hockaday had donned his uniform again, telling me it would keep us safer on our way home, and when he said “home” and I understood that this was a place I had never seen in a county where I had never been, I felt my insides cramp.




    He wouldn’t touch me while we were all in the parlor together and Poteat was saying the words. But after the ceremony he reached for my hand and clasped it tightly. He whispered that he had a good feeling about us, that we were going to survive the war and make strong children together. When he whispered in my ear about making children I wanted to curl my whole body into his warm dry hand and stay there forever. But there was so little time. He said we had to get to Holland Creek before nightfall and it was a long ride.




    Father made a gift of Banjo to us although I knew he could hardly spare her. He tried to return Sadie’s price to Hockaday as well, but my husband refused. He accepted the loan of Abner, telling Father and Carthene that he had a strong girl and an old woman back at Holland Creek who would help me with the child and the household. Father reminded me that Agnes and Floyd were twelve miles from where we’d be living, that he’d already written a letter to Floyd asking him and his wife to look in on me later that spring. Then Hockaday settled me in the carriage with Ephraim, who was driving us to the farm with my trunk, and climbed on his horse. I did not look back at my home. I knew I wouldn’t be able to leave it if I did.




    To be continued.




    Faithfully yours,




    Dia


  




  

    INQUEST No. 27,




    HOLLAND COUNTY,




    SOUTH CAROLINA




    An inquest was held at the home of Major and Mrs. Gryffyth Hockaday on July 15, 1865, Coroner M. B. Upchurch conducting and Magistrate J. W. Mitchell assisting. This followed disinterment of a deceased fetus that was buried in a thicket on the banks of Holland Creek. The male infant was wrapped in a piece of knitting and placed in a sewing box or knife box. The infant was judged to be slightly undersized by the coroner but was not stillborn; given the state of decomposition, race could not be determined. The coroner estimates the infant was buried for four to six months.




    Major Gryffth Hockaday age 35 sworn says, I arrived in Holland Creek after an absence of nearly two years. I was captured in battle on Squirrel Level Road outside Petersburg on September 30 1864 and confined to a Federal prison camp for officers on Johnson’s Island in Ohio until my release in June 1865. Over several weeks’ time I made my way home walking and occasionally obtaining rides. When I was ten miles from home I was taken on a dray hauling barrels. I fell into conversation with the driver about some of the particulars of my experience and our talk turned naturally to my destination and the wife who waited for me. This drayman seemed surprised to know that I was the husband of Mrs. Hockaday. After some reluctance to speak further on the matter he claimed to have heard all over town about this woman’s reputation but refused to provide particulars. He put me out at the crossroads of the Holland Creek Road and Laurens Branch Road.




    I was less than a mile from the farm of former neighbors and friends, Mister Byars and his wife, so I walked there and asked if I could stay and rest for an hour or two as I was still endeavoring to regain my strength after prison life and was also taken faint by this information about my wife. Byars kindly settled me on the porch and gave me some brandy. He was reluctant to repeat gossip being spread about Mrs. Hockaday but eventually shared what he had heard. Byars said it was generally known among the town’s residents that my wife had carried a child during the summer, fall, and winter of 1864 and may have given birth to this infant at the farm, alone, in January of 1865. That child had never been seen by anyone in Holland Crossroads and was presumed dead. I had been absent from my wife since April 1863, carrying out my duties to my country while serving the 13th Regiment of South Carolina Volunteers, and despite my attempts to be furloughed for at least one reunion with her in North Carolina during that time I was prevented from doing so and therefore had not been with her at all during that period. I questioned Byars closely about whether or not Placidia had made a statement to anyone regarding the pregnancy, the child, or the child’s paternity and he answered that she had not. However, he told me Floyd Parris had been frequently seen coming and going in his buggy on the Laurens Branch Road during the time this child was supposedly conceived.
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